
A foolish king by Rev John Castle 

A sermon given on Sunday 9th August 2026  at St John the 

Baptist Church, Aldenham 

Reading: 1 Kings 11:41-12:20 

Introduction: "With great power comes great responsibility" 

Who can tell me where this quote comes from?  It is the 

words of Peter Parker’s uncle Ben in the Spiderman story. And 

it becomes Peter’s motto as he begins to explore the 

possibilities of his new strength, gained by being bitten by a 

radioactive spider.  Initially, Peter wants to use his strength 

for his own advantage, principally hunting down the killers of 

his uncle.  But he comes to realise that he can use his powers, 

and the skills he learns, to help others and fight injustice. 

In our world today there are many examples of people who 

have great power, whether political or economic, the power 

of great wealth or the power which fame brings. We could all 

make a list of names.  Some of them use their power for their 

own advantage, some of them use it to exploit others, and 

some of them use it for good, for example philanthropists 

who give millions of dollars or pounds to good causes and to 

make the world a better place.  Before we think about the 

story of Solomon’s son Rehoboam, let us consider the 

situation he inherited from his famous father.  

Solomon – his rise and fall 

In last week’s reading from 1 Kings chapter 10 we heard of 

the fame of King Solomon and the visit of the Queen of 

Sheba, who was astounded by his wisdom and his wealth. At 



the beginning of this reign, Solomon had asked God for 

wisdom to govern the people of Israel, and God answered his 

request.  Later chapters describe the way Solomon used his 

wisdom in the administration of his kingdom.  The conquests 

of surrounding nations made by his father David had left 

Solomon with a number of vassal states who paid him tribute, 

and had also given him control of the major trade routes in 

the region, meaning that he could benefit from import and 

export tariffs and engage in trade himself, without having to 

devote resources to war. The economic prosperity of the 

country also brought in huge tax revenues to the royal 

treasury.  As a consequence, Solomon was able to pay for 

huge building works, including, of course, the Temple and his 

own palaces, and many other types expenditure, including the 

provision of a large quantity of horses and chariots, their 

stables and fodder1. His many building projects required huge 

amounts of labour, and he divided the kingdom up into 

districts to manage all of this. Under his rule, Israel was 

transformed from a confederacy of 12 tribes to an empire 

with a highly centralised administration. You can read about 

all of this in chapters 4, 9 and 10. 

From one point of view, this was the golden age of Israel, a 

time of peace and prosperity. The writer of 1 Kings records 

that: 

During Solomon’s lifetime Judah and Israel lived in safety, from 

Dan even to Beer-sheba, all of them under their vines and fig 

trees.2 

 
1 1 Kings 4:26-28 
2 1 Kings 4:25 NRSV 



The darker side 

However, for all his wisdom, as time went on Solomon made 

two serious mistakes. It seems that all this wealth and fame, 

and the power which it gave him, made him complacent 

about his relationship with God. This was a king to whom God 

had appeared in a dream, a king who had been promised 

God’s favour if only he remained faithful to God.3   

The first mistake Solomon made was to disobey the 

instructions for the behaviour of a king in the book of 

Deuteronomy.  The Israelites were told: 

you may indeed set over you a king whom the Lord your God 

will choose… Even so, he must not acquire many horses for 

himself … And he must not acquire many wives for himself, or 

else his heart will turn away; also silver and gold he must not 

acquire in great quantity for himself.4 

The prophet Samuel had warned the people that if they had a 

king, he would tax the people heavily to fund his royal 

lifestyle5.  All this was coming true as Solomon acquired for 

himself all the trappings that kings in the surrounding nations 

had, including a harem of women to meet the king’s sexual 

requirements. The writer of 1 Kings records that Solomon had 

700 wives and 300 concubines6. Think of it – he couldn’t 

possibly have had a genuine relationship with even a few of 

them. 

 
3 1 Kings 3:5-14 
4 Deuteronomy 17:15-17 NRSV 
5 1 Samuel 8:11-18 
6 1 Kings 11:1-3 



The second, even more serious mistake that Solomon made 

was to allow the worship of the foreign deities which his 

foreign wives had brought with them7. These pagan religions 

included the use of sacred prostitutes to ensure the fertility of 

the land, animals and people, and other practices which could 

include child sacrifice, although there’s no record that this 

took place during the reign of Solomon.  And so God was 

displeased with Solomon, and allowed enemies to harass 

him.8 

Rehoboam 

When Solomon died and his son Rehoboam came to Shechem 

to be crowned king, the people sent a deputation to 

Rehoboam asking for an easing of the forced labour they had 

been obliged to carry out for Solomon’s building projects, and 

the heavy taxation which they had had to pay. 

Here was an opportunity for the new king to make a good 

start with his people, to listen to them and assure them that 

he would look after their best interests, and act as a shepherd 

looking after his flock, an image which had been used of David 

as king over Israel.9 

It was also an opportunity for Rehoboam to seek God with his 

whole heart, and to put away the idolatrous religions 

practices that Solomon had not only allowed but encouraged. 

But Rehoboam seems to have been interested only in 

maintaining his own power.  Ignoring the wise advice of his 

 
7 1 Kings 11:4-8 
8 1 Kings 11:9-40 
9 2 Samuel 5:2 



father’s counsellors, Rehoboam listened to people his own 

age who told him what he wanted to hear. “Start as you mean 

to go on, act tough, show them who’s boss”, they advised. 

Rehoboam followed this advice, and it backfired on him 

massively. The majority of the tribes of Israel revolted and 

appointed their spokesman Jeroboam to rule over them. The 

kingdom that David and Solomon had ruled over was divided, 

never to be reunited. 

Conclusion 

Perhaps we could sum up the mistakes of Solomon and 

Rehoboam by referring to the two great commandments 

quoted by Jesus: Love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

soul and strength, and love your neighbour as yourself.  

Although Solomon continued to worship the Lord, his loyalties 

were divided, and he did not worship God wholeheartedly.  

And in prioritising his own wealth and comfort, he took 

advantage of his powerful position and oppressed his own 

people. 

It’s a salutary tale.  And there’s a lesson for us here: have we 

become complacent in our discipleship?  Do we put our own 

material and emotional comfort above the priorities of God’s 

Kingdom, allowing other things to take up our time, attention 

and resources, and hindering our wholehearted love for God 

and our neighbour? We may not have the power of Solomon, 

but we do have a lot more power than we may think: the 

influence we have over others as we express our opinions; 

economic power we exercise through the choices we make 

when shopping. Do we think about whether the goods we buy 

were ethically produced? Do we choose Fairtrade products 



over similar ones that are cheaper, and thereby support the 

people who grew the coffee (or whatever it is) with 

healthcare and education? Do we take opportunities to write 

to our MP about matters that concern us as Christians? 

And we should also pray for our leaders, both spiritual and 

secular, that they may be guided to put first the values of 

God’s kingdom rather than their own personal advantage. 

“With great power comes great responsibility” – do we use 

our own power responsibly, to align our actions with our 

prayers that God’s name would be hallowed, his Kingdom 

come and his will be done on earth as in heaven? 


